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The new Secretary General of the Organization of American States (OAS), Cesar Gaviria, says
his number one priority once he takes office in June will be to promote the construction of a
hemisphere-wide free trade zone. Under Gaviria, the OAS will likely work closely with other
multilateral organizations to push the free trade project forward, collaborating especially with the
UN's Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and the Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB). Like the OAS, both of those institutions emphasize market-opening
reforms and the construction of a hemispheric free trade as their central goals for the future. On
March 27, the member countries of the OAS elected Gaviria, currently President of Colombia, to
replace the organization's present Secretary General, Joao Baena Soares, when his five-year term
expires in June.
Gaviria, who will head the OAS until 1999, says his central objective will be to convert the
organization into a motor force for the hemispheric trade initiative proposed by the US and the two
other members of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), Canada and Mexico. "We
want the different trade agreements in the continent to converge into one single process, under
equal conditions," said Gaviria shortly after the OAS election. "We want to create a single, larger
free trade zone."
Gaviria's election foreshadows greater involvement by the OAS in the general political and
economic affairs facing Latin America, since the incoming Secretary General says he will strive
to carve out a much more active role for the organization in the post-Cold War period. "With the
ending of the Cold War and the change in international realities, the nature of this hemisphere's
problems have changed, and it has made the organization look outmoded vis-a-vis these new
realities," said Gaviria. He stressed that he would work to bring the OAS "up to date" during his
term by creating mechanisms for greater cooperation among its members.
Among other things, Gaviria is expected to promote organizational reforms that would allow the
OAS to intervene more directly in member countries to bolster freely- elected civilian governments.
Gaviria's proposals will be aided by a growing awareness within the OAS and other regional
organizations over the need to forge a new era of cooperative action in the hemisphere, reflecting
an emergent "multilateral" approach to the region's problems. In mid-February, for example, the
heads of the OAS, the IDB, and ECLAC agreed to reactivate a tripartite "cooperation committee" to
collectively promote regional development.
The committee, to be directed as a triumvirate by the heads of the three organizations, was
originally created in 1960, but became defunct shortly afterwards. "The committee's reactivation
will help us respond much more efficiently to the new needs and problems related to hemispheric
cooperation," read a statement by the heads of all three organizations, who met at IDB headquarters
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in Washington on Feb. 15. Moreover, Gaviria's proposal to make economic integration the number
one priority will likely be well received by the other regional organizations. On March 30-31,
ECLAC sponsored a conference at its headquarters in Chile to analyze NAFTA's potential impact
on regional economic development and the environment. The conference was attended by
representatives from the NAFTA countries and other Latin American nations. After the conference,
ECLAC leaders announced that the effort to extend the NAFTA into a hemispheric free trade zone
would be the central agenda item at the organization's 25th conference of Latin American and
Caribbean ministers, to be held in Colombia April 20-27.
"Today it is no longer utopian to propose an integration process that will eventually incorporate
not just Latin American and Caribbean countries, but all of the nations in the western hemisphere,"
read a statement by ECLAC. "We must work to make sure that the NAFTA remains open enough to
facilitate the adhesion of other countries under clear, mutually agreed upon conditions."
To promote hemispheric integration, ECLAC says it will actively push what it calls "open
regionalism" (regionalismo abierto), which in effect means supporting efforts to open regional
markets to foreign trade to pave the way for integration. At the same time, ECLAC will continue
to support market reforms to further stabilize local economies, which it says is a necessary
precondition for free trade. In fact, ECLAC directors now openly embrace the neo-liberal program
of structural adjustment, clearly demonstrating the extent to which that organization's development
policies have changed compared to the past. "When more countries in the region have advanced
on the road to stabilization, then the possibility of multilateralizing the integration process will be
greatly improved," read the ECLAC statement. Meanwhile, other regional organizations are also
beginning to analyze hemispheric integration.
On April 28-29, the economy ministers of the 11 member nations of the Latin American Integration
Association (ALADI) will meet again to discuss the modification of ALADI's statutes to pave the
way for the regional free trade zone. In February, Mexico began renegotiating the terms of its
membership in ALADI in order to eliminate regulations which, if left unchanged, would prohibit
Mexico from simultaneously participating in ALADI and NAFTA. Removing such outdated
regulations would in turn allow other ALADI members to freely join NAFTA in the future.
Also, the Rio Group which includes all of ALADI's 11 members plus one representative each from
Central America and the Caribbean will hold its next presidential summit in September 1994. The
summit's central theme will be "Latin America's role in the new world order," and the central
agenda item will be hemispheric economic integration in preparation for the end-of-year meeting of
western hemisphere heads of state, to be held in Miami in December.
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